The struggle to centralize power in city hall was long a goal of mayors of a reformist bent since the creation of modern New York in 1898. Throughout the first half of the 20th century, the power of the borough governments diminished to the benefit of the citywide government. Perhaps even more important than the institutional relationships defined by the city charter was the fact that processes of local government modernization and innovation (for example, new health care or welfare programs) were carried out by the city government, while the boroughs were left with important but less riveting services to deliver like street repair. Because of Wagner's liberal agenda and commitment to government activism, the size and scope of the city government expanded considerably faster than the county party power centers in the boroughs because of the nature of the New Deal regime's projects.
To facilitate expansion of the local and administrative state, Wagner floated the idea to revise the New York City charter in his second inaugural address of 1958. After outlining the reforms of his first term, he ended his address with a call for a "reexamination of our charter so that all of these great new efforts can be better coordinated and our government, perhaps, can be made to work more effectively. " Wagner positioned this call as institutionalizing the "new mechanisms of management" such as the city administrator and mayor's cabinet that had considerable success, in Wagner's view, in reviving the city's public schools and creating the "best and fairest" civil service structure in the nation.
1
Wagner called for the creation of a new charter commission to reorder city agencies to facilitate the changes in service delivery recommended by the Office of City Administrator. His administration, Wagner argued, was "in the truest sense a reform administration, " with, at the close of his first term, a proven record of modernizing city government through the creation of new oversight agencies like the Department of Labor, and the revamping of others, like the Department of Personnel. The mayor argued that under the restrictions of the current charter, the administrative changes had been piecemeal to date-charter reform would allow for a broader approach to be adopted.
2 More concretely, the mayor sought to take over administrative powers from the Board of Estimate, and the board's power to make tax revenue estimates from the city comptroller.
All the key demographic and organizational groups in Wagner's governing coalition, with the important exception of the Democratic county leadership, supported the centralization of power in the mayor's hand that charter reform would bring about. Good government groups
